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Introduction 
This article argues that online commentary about the use and nature of selfies has a regulatory 
social function in that there is a connection between the discursive construction of selfie practice and the 
negative perception of selfie takers. Beyond a critique of photographic form or content, the online 
discussion of selfies reflects contemporary social norms and anxieties, particularly relating to the behavior 
of young women. The knowledge discursively produced in relation to selfie taking supports patriarchal 
authority and maintains gendered power relations by perpetuating negative feminine stereotypes that 
OHJLWLPL]HWKHGLVFLSOLQHRIZRPHQ¶VEHKDYLRUVDQGLGHQWLWLHV 
 
Using textual and visual examples, this article analyzes how the popular discourse regarding 
selfies produces social organization in two ways: First, the repeated criticism of the selfie is extended to 
the selfie taker in a way that brings selfies into being as problematic (Butler, 1990). Second, the 
denigration of the selfie is then used to enforce hierarchies and express prejudice and thus fosters an 
acceptance of discipline especially targeted at young women (Foucault, 1977). 
 
The selfie occurs at the nexus of disciplinary discourses of photography, gender, and social 
media. In addition to combining these disciplinary strands, the discussion of selfies also illustrates 
)RXFDXOW¶V ³FDSLOODU\´ FRQFHSWLRQ RI SRZHU DV D GLVVLSDWHG VRFLDO SURFHVV H[HUFLVHG DFURVV QHWZRUNV
through discourse (1977, p. 198). This is not a straightforward imposition of dominance on a subordinated 
minority but an example of the legitimization of the principles of social organization by virtue of their 
appearing to originate from everywhere (Foucault, 1977). By naturalizing certain knowledge²such as the 
narcissistic nature of selfies²DV³WUXWK´ WKHGLVFXVVLRQRIVHOILHVDFWVDVDVXEWOH\HWVLJQLILFDQW IRUPRI
social control and a means for maintaining gendered power relations. I argue that by devaluing selfies and 
by identifying them as feminine, popular discourse serves to direct disdain at young women openly²and 
ODUJHO\ZLWKRXWFKDOOHQJH$VVXFKWKHORZYDOXHRIZRPHQ¶VFXOWXUDOSUDFWLFHVLVXVHGWRHQIRUFHDVRFLDO
KLHUDUFK\ GHPRQVWUDWLQJ WKDW ³FXOWXUH DFFRPplishes informally [what] political economy enforces 
VWUXFWXUDOO\´)UDVHUSS±65). 
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Besides legitimizing the expression of contempt for others, in particular the criticism of young 
women, I argue that the discussion of selfies has a disciplinary effect, as the prescription of practice²a 
multitude of tips, prohibitions, and the ridicule of subjects who do not follow the rules²also extends to the 
construction and control of subjects. By repeatedly devaluing selfie takers, the discussion of selfies not 
only acts as a cloaked expression of sexist attitudes but also defines and stigmatizes a specific group of 
subjects. As Foucault argues, the discursive construction of subjects (such as selfie takers) plays an 
important function in social organization aQG GRPLQDWLRQ LQ WKDW VXEMHFWV LGHQWLILHG DV ³DEQRUPDO´ DUH
perceived to be legitimate targets of correction (Foucault, 1977, p. 183). Therefore, selfie discourse does 
not merely express prejudice toward others; it also justifies their denigration by establishing punishment 
as a socially accepted response to certain activities (taking selfies) and subjects (women who take selfies) 
(Foucault, 1977).  
Method 
This article identifies a relationship between creative practices and discourse in the correlation 
between the negative perception of selfies and the criticism and regulation of women. Using approaches to 
discourse outlined by Foucault (1972), this article analyzes the popular discursive construction of selfie-
takers. 
Theoretical Perspective 
'LVFRXUVH LV ³a group of statements which provide a language for talking about [and] 
UHSUHVHQWLQJ WKH NQRZOHGJH DERXW D SDUWLFXODU WRSLF DW D SDUWLFXODU KLVWRULFDO PRPHQW´ +DOO  S
291). This article therefore approaches the evidence that it analyzes as a representation of a particular 
discourse about selfies in that it outlines a way to conceptualize selfies within a specific historical and 
cultural context.  
 
)RXFDXOW¶V DSSURDFK LV XVHIXO IRU DGGUHVVLQJ WKH SROLWLFDO HIIHFWV RI WKH GLVFXVVLRQ RI VHOILHV
because he identifies discourse as the point at which power and knowledge overlap (Foucault, 1978). 
Foucault does not characterize power as purely repressive²rather, he identifies that power produces 
identities, activities, and ways of thinking as much as it constrains them. Social reality and individual 
VXEMHFWVDUHFRQVWLWXWHGGLVFXUVLYHO\ZLWKLQWKHSXEOLFVSKHUH LQWKDWGLVFRXUVHV³V\VWHPDWLFDOO\IRUPWKH
REMHFWRIZKLFKWKH\VSHDN´)RXFDXOWS'LVFRXUVHLVWKHUHIRUHWREHUHJDUGHGDVDSURFHVVRI
VLPXOWDQHRXV SURGXFWLRQ DQG GLVFLSOLQH DV LW LV QRW MXVW D UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ RI RQH¶V WKRXJKWV EXW DOVR D
means by which the world²DQG LQGHHG WKH ³WUXWK´RI WKHZRUOG²is brought into being and interpreted 
(Foucault, 1972). Using this perspective, I approach the forms of knowledge exemplified by my evidence 
LQ WHUPV RI WKHLU SRZHU HIIHFWV ZKHUHE\ WKH QXPHURXV FODLPV WR WKH ³WUXWK´ RI ZRPHQ¶V FRQGXFW DQG
nature act to create subjects of a particular kind, which is then used to legitimize the imposition of 
external forms of discipline.  
 
Besides addressing the productivity of discourse, its role in producing truth, and its position 
relative to power, Foucault also addresses themes that are particularly applicable to the study of selfies, 
as they regard the disciplinary organization and application of visuality in which processes of surveillance 
1718 Anne Burns International Journal of Communication 9(2015) 
 
(1977) and assessment of the body (1973) are instrumental in inducing subjects to self-monitor and self-
regulate.  
Evidence Collection 
Evidence presented here was collected as part of a doctoral research project that analyzes the 
relationship between the popular discussion of photographic practice and social discipline. The following 
examples have been selected to demonstrate how selfie discourse recycles negative stereotypes in 
UHODWLRQWRZRPHQ¶VSKRWRJUDSKLFSUDFWLFH 
 
As this study considers the way in which photographic practice is conceptualized through online 
commentary, it is fitting to cite a variety of visual materials, including photographs, videos, and cartoons. 
Alongside these are textual examples in the form of anonymous reader-generated comments that were 
written in response to online articles discussing selfies and that were posted online from January to 
October 2013. Lahad (2013) identifies among the benefits of analyzing such comments that they 
demonstrate the social construction of cultural meanings.  
 
Evidence was collected on the basis of quality rather than quantity and according to its ability to 
illustrate and develop a persuasive argument regarding a coherent discourse. This selective approach to 
data collection and use, in which I made deliberate choices to include and exclude data, was appropriate 
for this study because I did not intend to make a claim about all discourses online or even one in its 
entirety but only to analyze the features of the discourse concerned and what other discourses it 
referenced. Despite the comparatively limited scope of this article, I will show how the condemnation of 
women for a specific aspect of their use of photography demonstrates some of the ways in which unequal 
gender relations are sustained through online discourses.  
Results 
The argument presented in this article has two strands: Part A argues that the selfie is 
discursively constructed as a gendered practice, which enables it to be devalued through an assumed 
association with feminine vanity and triviality. Part B asserts that this gendering enables the imposition of 
rules governing how and when to take selfies. This is a form of regulation that extends beyond questions 
of photographic practice in order to secure an acceptance of²and adherence to²social norms. 
Furthermore, the discussion of selfies is shown to (re)produce not just forms of social governance but also 
concepts of selfie takers themselves as subjects of a particular type.  
Part A: Gendering the Selfie 
The gendered positioning of the selfie is the result of a discursive formation in which the selfie 
taker and selfie practice come to reinforce each other. By using the selfie as evidence of a number of 
negative female stereotypes, including narcissism and sexual impropriety, the close affinity that is 
discursively constructed between women and selfies means that criticism of the selfie acts as a thinly 
veiled means of undermining the subject.  
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I will analyze three aspects of the gendering of selfies: the divisions between male and female 
practice, the interpretation of selfies as narcissistic, and the interpretation of selfie taking in relation to 
female sexual value.  
Male and Female Practice 
The following examples demonstrate the gendering of the selfie as a feminine as opposed to a 
masculine photographic practice.  
 
 
 
Figure 1. Moon vs. bathroom.  
6RXUFH³0RRQYV%DWKURRP´ 
 
Figure 1 depicts a composite image of Neil Armstrong and a young woman accompanied by the 
FDSWLRQV³:HQWWRWKHPRRQWRRNSKRWRV´DQG³:HQWWRWKHEDWKURRPWRRNSKRWRV´UHVSHFWLYHO\
This juxtaposition uses photography to exemplify the differences between the two subjects and the gender 
categories that tKH\ UHSUHVHQW $UPVWURQJ¶V VLQJXODU DFKLHYHPHQW LV DOLJQHG ZLWK KLV H[DJJHUDWHG
SKRWRJUDSKLF UHVWUDLQW D FRXQWHUSRLQW WR WKH ZRPDQ¶V LPSOLHG REVHVVLRQ ZLWK WULYLDOLW\ 7KLV FRQWUDVW
between a feminine concern with appearance and the era-defining accomplishments of men underscores 
the oppositional character to selfie discourse.  
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)LJXUH$³J$\63&$´DGYHUWLVHPHQW 
(Source: Henry, 2014) 
 
This division is also emphasized in Figure 2, in which an advert for a faux animal-rights charity 
laments the pitiful figure of a gay man taking endless selfies. Such a character is constructed to identify 
selfie-taking as ludicrous, as a legitimate reason to problematize and ridicule others, and, most of all, as a 
practice that is not masculine. 
The Selfie as Narcissistic 
$SURPLQHQWIHDWXUHRIWKHSRSXODUGLVFXVVLRQRIVHOILHVLVWKHOD\PDQ¶VGLDJQRVLVRIQDUFLVVLVP
This accusation reflects a poor understanding of the complexities of narcissism itself and rather serves as 
shorthand to chastise those whose photographic self-depiction is perceived as self-absorbed or crass. 
 
7KLV³FRPPRQVHQVH´XQGHUVWDQGLQJRIVHOILHSUDFWLFHDVQDUFLVVLVWLF UHVWVRQWZRIactors. First, 
the term selfie generates a variety of puns that perpetuate a theme of egotism: selfie-obsessed, selfie-ish, 
selfie-interest, and so on. Second, the gendered characterization of selfie-taking enables the selfie to be 
used to indicate particular qualities and habits that are culturally associated with women, such as a 
SUHRFFXSDWLRQZLWKRQH¶VDSSHDUDQFH2QFHWKHVHOILHLVHVWDEOLVKHGDVFRQQRWLQJQDUFLVVLVPDQGYDQLW\LW
perpetuates a vicious circle in which women are vain because they take selfies, and selfies connote vanity 
because women take them.  
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Figure 3. Selfies: A handy guide for men.  
(Source: Ford, 2014) 
 
 
Figure 4. The Me Me Me generation.  
(Source: Scarborough, Stein, & Myers, 2013) 
1722 Anne Burns International Journal of Communication 9(2015) 
 
,Q)LJXUHD\RXQJZRPDQWDNLQJKHURZQSKRWRJUDSK LVXVHGWR LOOXVWUDWH WKH³OD]\HQWLWOHG
QDUFLVVLVWV´RI WKH\RXQJHUJHQHUDWLRQ$OWKRXJK WKHFRYHU WH[W VXJJHVWVSRVLWLYHO\ WKDW ³WKH\¶OO VDYHXV
DOO´WKHPHVVDJHFRQYH\HGLVFOHDUZRPHQDUHQDUFLVVLstic, and this can be observed through their use of 
photography. The positive content of the article is concealed behind the perpetuation of a stereotype, and 
it demonstrates what TIME DVVXPHV WREH LWV UHDGHUVKLS¶V SUH-existing interpretation of selfie practice. 
Similarly, the following reader-generated comment vehemently presents the connection between female 
VXEMHFW VHOILH WDNLQJ DQG QDUFLVVLVP DV REYLRXV ³7KH ZHVWHUQ IHPDOH LV WKH PRVW QDUFLVVLVWLF
GHPRJUDSKLFRQHDUWK,W¶VQRVXUSULVHWKDWWKH\ZRXld flood the internet with inconsequential pictures of 
WKHPVHOYHV,WLVVLPSO\DQHYROYHGIRUPRIDWWHQWLRQZKRULQJ´&RPPHQW1RIROORZLQJ5XWOHGJH 
Here, the commenter asserts that the selfie-taking female is not just vain but is also an 
³DWWHQWLRQZKRUH´GHPRQVWUDWLQJKRZFHUWDLQFDWHJRULHVRILQGLYLGXDODUHFRQVWUXFWHGGLVFXUVLYHO\WKURXJK
the interpretation of photographic practice. Entering the public sphere in ways perceived by critical online 
commentators as lacking value and trivial is therefore used as evidence to support prejudice. By serving 
as a focus for the expression and validation of such negative views, the selfie is used as a tool for social 
dominance, an idea evident in the creation of hierarchies contained within the following comment: 
I admit to the occasional selfie, but on my camera roll they stay. Because . . . in the 
long term, my soul would erode and I would become a self-obsessed hag, living from 
one excuse to take a selfie to the next. (Comment No. 7 following Peck, 2013) 
 
By equating the retaining of images with personal control, this commenter implicitly distinguishes 
him- or herself from others through selfie-taking activities. Creative practice is therefore interpreted as an 
H[SOLFLWUHIOHFWLRQRIZRUWKLQZKLFK³WDVWHFODVVLILHVWKHFODVVLILHU´%RXUGLHXS[[L[DQG
ZKHUH WKH UHMHFWLRQ RI WKH FXOWXUDO SUDFWLFHV RI ³VHOI-REVHVVHG KDJV´ VHUYHV WR HOHYDWH WKH FULWLF +HUH
VHOILHVDQGE\H[WHQVLRQVHOILHWDNHUV³VHUYHDVDIRLODQHJDWLYHUHIHUHnce point, in relation to which all 
DHVWKHWLFVGHILQHWKHPVHOYHVE\VXFFHVVLYHQHJDWLRQV´%RXUGLHXS 
 
The use of terms such as hags and whores exemplifies how the disgust contained within selfie 
discourse focuses on women. This gendered quality of selfie discourse enables the open expression of 
misogynistic sentiments, as evident in the following reader-generated comment:  
 
The amount of narcissistic women that post hundreds of images of themselves striking 
the same practiced pose over and over again on my Facebook feed is enough to make 
me want to verbally abuse them. . . . If those of you that are reading are guilty of this, 
be aware of the type of man you will attract and please stop consuming valuable 
internet bandwidth with your extreme vanity. (Comment No. 36 following Nelson, 2013) 
 
By naturalizing a connection between women, selfie-taking, and problematic subjectivity, selfie 
discourse permits the stereotyping and devaluing of a specific section of society. Furthermore, beyond the 
³YHUEDODEXVH´DQGWKHLVVXLQJRIZDUQLQJVDERXW³WKHW\SHRIPDQ´VXFKEHKDYLRUDWWUDFWVWKLVFRPPHQW
DOVRH[SUHVVHVDGHVLUHIRUDSK\VLFDOKLHUDUFK\DFFRUGLQJWRVXEMHFWV¶HQJDJHPHQWLQVHOILHWDNLQJ through 
which resources such as Internet bandwidth are distributed. Therefore, the normalized connection 
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between women and an abjected form of photography²achieved through repeated accusations of 
narcissism²LPSDFWVZRPHQ¶VHQWU\LQWRVRFLDOPHGLD¶VSXEOLFVSKHUHE\IRUELGGLQJRURXWULJKWSUHYHQWLQJ
certain behaviors.  
Selfies and Sexuality 
The gendering of selfies and the prevalent assumption that they act as proof of narcissism limit 
KRZ ZRPHQ¶V SHUVRQDO SKRWRJUDSK\ LV VRFLDOO\ YDOXHG %\ H[WHQVLRQ WKH DVVRFLDWLRQV RI VHOILH SUDFWLFH
impact the perception of young women. As examples below show, popular discourse contributes to the 
devaluing of young women by presenting them as sexually licentious, and the selfie is emblematic of their 
laughable or shameful engagement in self-sexualization. 
 
 
Figure 5. Facebook girls nowadays..the tragedy (sic). 
6RXUFH³)DFHERRN*LUOV´ 
 
In Figure 5, a woman is depicted taking two selfies, the second of which is overtly sexual in 
comparison to the friendly simplicity of the first. Her shift from one type of self-presentation to another 
marks her in two ways. First, it marks her as insecure, requiring enormous amounts of praise to feel 
attractive. Second, it presents the display of her body as cynical and farcical because it is aimed at 
obtaining likes. This image re-interprets the online constitution of identity through photography as 
described by Manago, Graham, Greenfield, and Salimkhan (2008) and Papacharissi (2010). Instead of 
being a positive tool for self-H[SORUDWLRQDQGIRUPHGLDWLQJDSRVLWLRQUHODWLYHWRRQH¶VSHHUVSKRWRJUDSKLF
self-expression (particularly by women) is reframed as a matter of petty and squalid attention grabbing.  
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As I noted above, the implications of this association between devalued practice and degraded 
VXEMHFWDUHVLJQLILFDQWDVWKH\HQDEOHZRPHQWREHFRQVWUXFWHGDV³ZKRUHV´³KDJV´DQGLQWKHIROORZLQJ
comment, not worthy of respect:   
 
Do I, as a guy, like looking at photos of sexy women? Yep. Are they wife material? 
Nope!! You cheapen yourself by putting everything on display for the world to see. What 
reaction do you want from men²instant gratification or lifelong respect? The choice is 
up to you. (Comment No. 75 following Nelson, 2013) 
 
$ORQJVLGHWKLVVWLJPDWL]LQJRIZRPHQ¶VVHOILHVH[LVWVWKHH[SHFWDWLRQRIVHOI-regulation, the urging 
RI ZRPHQ WR H[HUFLVH UHVWUDLQW LQ RUGHU WR JHW ³OLIHORQJ UHVSHFW´ UDWKHU WKDQ ³LQVWDQW JUDWLILFDWLRQ´ %\
taking photographs that are read as indicating her own impurity, the female selfie taker is held as 
UHVSRQVLEOHIRUERWKWKHYLHZHU¶VGLVGDLQDQGIRUKHURZQPDUJLQDOL]DWLRQ7KLVXVHRIEODPHREVFXUHVWKH
social forceVDQGQRUPVWKDWGHYDOXHZRPHQ¶VVH[XDOL]HGH[SUHVVLRQ LQVWHDGDVVHUWLQJWKDW WKHVXEMHFW
cheapens and objectifies herself. Photography thereby becomes discursively established and accepted as a 
means by which subjects can potentially bring about²and deserve²their own low status.  
 
The comment above acknowledges that sexualized images of women are welcomed but that they 
VWLJPDWL]HWKHVXEMHFWDQGPDUNKHUDVODFNLQJYDOXHLQFRQWUDVWWRWKRVHFRQVLGHUHG³ZLIHPDWHULDO´7KLV
use of binary opposites to form hierarchies is also evident in the following comment, in which the 
GHEDXFKHG VHOILH WDNHU LV FRQWUDVWHG ZLWK ERWK WKH GLVJXVWHG PDOH VSHFWDWRU DQG ZLWK ³PRUH VHQVLEOH
ZRPHQ´ 
 
The selfie-posting duckfaced pouters dressed in towels have a higher-than-average 
likelihood of being the orange-skinned women you see dressed in a miniskirt and a 
boob-tube in the middle of winter, bracing themselves against a snowstorm as they 
drunkenly trudge their stilhettos [sic] through deep snow from one bar to another, 
stopping to puke half-way through . . . the girls who grew into more sensible women did 
not see the value of pouty duckfaces and myspace-camera-angles. (Comment No. 120 
following Moorhead, 2013) 
 
+HUH WKHFRQQHFWLRQEHWZHHQZRPHQ¶VVHOILHVDQGDQDVVXPHGGHYDOXHGVH[XDOLW\SHUPLWV WKH
fabrication of an entire narrative, with the camera angle and the facial expression adopted cited as 
evidence for a chaotic and low-status femininity. I argue that tKLVLQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VSKRWRJUDSKLF
display²DV LQGLFDWLYH RI D FKHDSHQHG VH[XDOLW\ DQG HYLGHQFH RI WKH VXEMHFW¶V RZQ IDLOLQJ²enables the 
public expression and circulation of misogynistic beliefs. Selfie discourse thereby reflects wider prejudices 
guLGLQJ WKHPRUDO LQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VEHKDYLRU DQG LV WKHPHDQVE\ZKLFK WKH ³WUXWK´RI FHUWDLQ
subjects is established and maintained.  
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Part B: Regulation of the Selfie-Taker 
3DUW$DUJXHG WKDW WKHFRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VVHOILHSUDFWLFHDVQDUFLssistic and sexually 
improper is an expression of pre-H[LVWLQJSUHMXGLFHVZKLFKUHJDUGVHOILHWDNLQJDVLQGLFDWLYHRIVXEMHFWV¶
being somehow abnormal or devalued. This conceptualization reinforces social inequalities by identifying 
women as deviant and requiring control, and thereby legitimizing the imposition of discipline (Foucault, 
1977).  
 
3DUW % ZLOO DUJXH WKDW )RXFDXOW¶V  FRQFHSWLRQ RI QRUPV FDQ EH XVHG WR DQDO\]H WKH
connection between the low status of selfies and social discipline. Norms support disciplinary practices by 
establishing a benchmark for acceptability against which all behaviors²not just criminal activities²come 
to be judged. Even the smallest transgression is framed as abnormal, deterring irregularity and socializing 
subjects into accepting their own regulation and correction (Foucault, 1977). Problematizing selfie taking 
acts similarly, identifying norms and prescribing how to achieve them in the form of guides and advice. 
The focus on when, where, and how to take selfies demonsWUDWHKRZ³QRUPDOL]DWLRQEHFRPHVRQHRIWKH
JUHDW LQVWUXPHQWVRISRZHU´)RXFDXOWSHVSHFLDOO\ZKHQGHSOR\HGLQUHODWLRQWRVPDOODQG
seemingly inconsequential details. 
Rules for Selfie Practice: Regulating the Feminine Body 
I argue that there is a connection between the criticism of photographic practice and the creation 
of subjects in that the repetition and re-DUWLFXODWLRQRI FHUWDLQ VWDWHPHQWV HVWDEOLVKHV WKH ³WUXWK´ DERXW
selfies and selfie takers. Furthermore, the production of subjects who are understood to be the accepted 
and legitimate targets of discipline demonstrates a connection between subjectification and social ordering 
(Foucault, 1977). Tagg (1988) and Sekula (1986, 1987) argue that classification²dividing good and 
desirable from bad and abnormal²is a crucial component of this ordering, as subjective and arbitrary 
criteria are used to justify a social position relative to others. Furthermore, the manner in which selfies are 
gendered as feminine enables photographic discussion to position women as the recipients of discipline 
DQG FRPSOLDQFHZLWKSKRWRJUDSKLF UHJXODWLRQ WR FRQVWLWXWH ³D IRUPRI REHGLHQFH WRSDWULDUFK\´ %DUWN\
1990, p. 80).  
 
This construction of the selfie subject as embodying a devalued femininity is evident in Figure 6, 
in which Snow White stares into the bathroom mirror, her right knee awkwardly placed on the countertop 
and her tongue poking out. She holds up an iPhone, taking a selfie with her head tilted and with a 
seductive expression. 
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FiJXUH³0LUURU0LUURURQWKH:DOO´IURPWKHVHULHV3URIDQLW\3RS 
by José Rodolfo Loaiza Ontiveros. (Source: Loaiza Ontiveros, 2014) 
 
This image demonstrates how the discursive construction of subjectivity in relation to 
photographic practice presents the selfie taker as not just a psychological type but also as a physical 
embodiment of specific cultural prejudices. The selfie taker is therefore understood to both act and look a 
certain way. As such, Snow White is not simply depicted taking a selfie here: Rather, her body has been 
modified to become emblematic of the problematic connotations of the practice. By choosing to make her 
overweight and oversexualized, the artist reflects the manner in which selfie discourse emulates wider 
practices of devaluing women by presenting bodies as undesirable and undisciplined. Within the same 
series of artworks, Belle and Sleeping Beauty are shown to drink bottles of wine, and Goofy and Donald 
smoke cannabis, but none of these activities mark and distort them in the way that selfie taking does to 
Snow White. Drinking and taking drugs are presented by the artist as something that the characters do, 
whereas selfie taking impacts²and produces²WKH FKDUDFWHU¶V YHU\ self. The warning here is clear: You 
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FDQ¶W WDNH VHOILHV ZLWhout being a selfie taker, and selfie takers are different from²lesser than²other 
people.  
 
The criticism of selfie taking and the construction of the selfie takers as devalued should be 
regarded as a means to an end, as it establishes selfies as not just problematic but as requiring 
regulation. Therefore selfies are not simply devalued²they are devalued in order to cause something to 
happen as a result. The regulation of photography in this context acts as a sublimated form of control over 
the behavior of others, exemplifying a connection between the constraint of cultural consumption and the 
SURGXFWLRQRI³GHILQLWLRQVRIRXUVHOYHV>WKDW@ILWPRUHHDVLO\WKHGHVFULSWLRQVRIWKHGRPLQDQWRUSUHIHUUHG
FXOWXUH´ +DOO  S  +HUH , DUJXH WKDW WKH criticism of the selfie ultimately serves to 
legitimize the patriarchal ordering of society by integrating individuals into accepting being evaluated, 
governed, and situated discursively. 
 
(PXODWLQJ WKHGHJUHH WRZKLFKZRPHQ¶VEHKDYLRUVDUHPDUNHGZLWKLQZLGHUVRFLDOGLVFRXUVHDV
being in need of guidance and modification, selfie taking is conceptualized as a practice that requires 
instruction in order to do it right. The rules for selfie taking²evident in the examples here and across 
social and print media²present the practice as a skill to be mastered, one that requires self-discipline in 
ERWKWKHSHUIRUPDQFHRIIHPLQLQLW\DQGLQRQH¶VPRGHUDWHDQGFRQWUROOHGXVHRISKRWRJUDSK\7KHWRQHRI 
instruction presents this specific form of photography as requiring an exceptional amount of guidance. 
This is not just a matter of reproducing the expected norms of feminine attractiveness²rather, these tips 
socialize young women into accepting regulatioQ RI WKHLU EHKDYLRU DQG QRUPDOL]H VRFLHW\¶V FULWLFLVP RI
them.  
 
W Magazine¶Vn.d.YLGHR³+RZWR7DNHD6HOILH/LNHD6XSHUPRGHO´DQG:LNLKRZ¶Vn.d.) guide 
³+RZ WR 7DNH6HOILHV´ reflect a wider culture of feminine body discipline (Bartky, 1988, 2002) and the 
QDUURZSDUDPHWHUVRIZRPHQ¶VSKRWRJUDSKLFVHOI-expression. These two examples demonstrate how selfie 
taking emulates other practices of discipline specific to women centering on gesture and appearance. 
These practices may seem harmless individually, but together they comprise a form of subjection (Bartky, 
7KLVGLVFLSOLQDU\HIIHFWLVHYLGHQWLQWKHSDUDOOHOEHWZHHQ:LNLKRZ¶Vpromise to show the reader ³
6WHSV ZLWK 3LFWXUHV´ DQG )RXFDXOW¶V LGHD RI ³D PXOWLSOLFLW\ RI RIWHQ PLQRU SURFHVVHV´ WKat combine to 
³JUDGXDOO\SURGXFHWKHEOXHSULQWRIDJHQHUDOPHWKRG´S6HOILHWDNLQJLVWKHUHIRUHSDUWRID
wider process by which subjects are encouraged to adhere to a specific framework of behavior laid out by 
experts such as W Magazine¶VVupermodels and popular YouTube presenter Michelle Phan (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7. How to Take the Perfect Selfie, by Michelle Phan. (Source: Phan, 2013) 
 
Phan incorporates into her selfie-taking guide components of feminine discipline as described by 
%DUWN\ LQFOXGLQJ ³GLVFUHHW ERG\ GLVSOD\ UHVWULFWHG VSDWLDOLW\ DQG JUDFH´  S  3KDQ¶V DGYLFH
demonstrates how the selfie rules reflect the values and expectations of the dominant social group: that 
women should use photography to display their adherence to a specific form of normative, passive 
femininity. Elongation of the neck, the use of natural light to flatter the skin, and the selective cropping 
DQG DQJOLQJ RI WKH LPDJH WR VWUHDPOLQH WKH IDFH DUH LQFOXGHG LQ D UDQJH RI ³WHFKQLTXHV QHFHVVDU\ to 
PDLQWDLQWKHFXUUHQWQRUPVRIIHPLQLQHHPERGLPHQW´%DUWN\SDQGVHUYHWRPDUJLQDOL]HWKRVH
who do not display the required level of competence or compliance. 
Rules for Selfie Practice: Regulating Public Participation 
%HVLGHV WKH UHJXODWLRQ RI ZRPHQ¶V ERGLO\ GLVSOD\ DFFRUGLQJ WR QRUPDWLYH H[SHFWDWLRQV RI
IHPLQLQLW\VHOILHGLVFRXUVHDOVRGHILQHVWKHFULWHULDIRUZRPHQ¶VDFFHSWDEOHHQWU\ LQWRWKHSXEOLFVSKHUH
This predominantly takes the form of limitations on both the quantity of selfies they take and on how 
these images depict the subject in relation to others. The expectation that selfie takers will adhere to 
these norms (and the implied threat of exclusion and humiliation should they fail) demonstrates how 
cultural SUDFWLFHFDQEHXVHGWR³SULYLOHJHWKHH[SUHVVLYHQRUPVRIRQHFXOWXUDOJURXSRYHURWKHUV´DVD
IRUP RI JDWHNHHSLQJ ZKHUHE\ ³GLVFXUVLYH DVVLPLODWLRQ >DFWV DV@ D FRQGLWLRQ IRU SDUWLFLSDWLRQ LQ SXEOLF
GHEDWH´)UDVHUS 
As this article argues, the prevalent acceptance of intervention into the lives of others through a 
photographic practice relies on the construction of selfies and selfie takers as excessive. The following 
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comment demonstrates a connection between selfie taking and a lack of self-FRQWURO³6HOILHVRQO\RQFHD
week . . . for the hoi polloi, this is helpful for encouraging self-UHVWUDLQW´6WDPHOO 
Such limitations imposed on selfie takers position them as inferior and undisciplined and serves 
as the catalyst for condemnation, regulation, and the imposition of hierarchies. There is also a gendered 
quality to the accusation of overindulgence, in that women are urged in multiple ways to exercise constant 
self-denial (Bordo, 2003), be it of food, sex, or in this case, selfies. Here we see the connection between 
selfie discourse and social control, as the assertion that selfie takers lack self-restraint implies a need for 
regulation.  
 
Certain instances of selfie taking are interpreted as displaying an improper participation in social 
life and social spaces through the perception of subjects as showing concern for themselves rather than 
others. It is the naturalizing of assumptions that the selfie indicates selfishness or narcissism that enables 
certain photographic behaviors to be regarded as legitimate grounds for criticism. Furthermore, 
VHOILVKQHVV LV D SDUWLFXODUO\ EDUEHG LQVXOW ZKHQ GLUHFWHG DW ZRPHQ DV LW UHIHUHQFHV WKH VXEMHFW¶V
transgression of the norm of feminine self-sacrifice.  
 
 
Figure 8. Selfie-ish! By Paul Martinka.  
(Source: Martinka, 2013) 
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Figure 8 demonstrates the discourse of the antisocial selfie by depicting a woman taking a 
photograph before a background of a bridge on which a man is being attended to by emergency services. 
7KHQHZVSDSHU¶VFRPPHQWDU\RQWKHSKRtograph asserts that the woman is taking a selfie of herself with 
D VXLFLGDOPDQ7HUPHG ³WKH:RUVW6HOILH(YHU´ LWZDVKHOG WRGHSLFW DQH[WUHPHH[DPSOHRI WKH VHOI-
centered selfie-taking woman. This interpretation of the image as not just a breach of etiquette but 
indicative of sociopathy illustrates how certain instances of selfie taking are accepted as grounds for 
discipline.  
 
7KH³VHOILH-LVK´LQWHUSUHWDWLRQRIWKHEULGJHLPDJHUHIHUHQFHVDZLGHUQDUUDWLYHZKHUHVHOILHVDUH
equated with antisocial and YDLQVXEMHFWVDQGZKHUHWKHUHJXODWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VSKRWRJUDSKLFSUDFWLFHKDV
been normalized. The angle of her phone would probably not have captured the scene behind her as 
suggested, and she might well just be photographing the famous bridge. But the image taken by the 
reporter has been framed in order to create a story of the selfish selfie with knowledge that this 
UHIHUHQFHVZLGHUGLVFRXUVHVRISKRWRJUDSK\SURSULHW\DQGWKHSHUFHSWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VVHOILHWDNLQJEHLQJ
out of control.  
 
The reception of this image demonstrates that the popular criticism of selfies has implications 
beyond the discussion of photographic practice, as it perpetuates existing prejudices and proscribes rules 
for entry into the public sphere. The naturalization of such processes of exclusion and regulation enables 
selfie discourse to function as a particularly subtle and insidious form of gendered social control. 
Conclusion 
This article has analyzed a connection between the popular discussion of photography and social 
organization, arguing that online discourse regarding the selfie enforces compliance with social norms and 
JRYHUQVWKHSDUWLFLSDWLRQRIZRPHQZLWKLQWKHRQOLQHSXEOLFVSKHUH)RXFDXOW¶VFRQFHSWXDOL]DWLRQRI
power and discourse has enabled me to analyze how regulation is enacted in relation to selfies: 
Principally, selfies lack association with any specific source, and this lowers popular resistance to their 
disciplinary effect and makes it appear natural and legitimate. This discourse fosters problematic divisions 
and dynamics within society evident in the degree to which it legitimizes the exclusion and regulation of 
women. 
 
By being discursively constructed as both problematic and feminine, the selfie enables the 
targeted discipline of young women by perpetuating stereotypes, maintaining hierarchies, and normalizing 
the punishment and correction of subjects perceived to be abnormal. Once the subject is discursively 
brought into being as devalued, selfie taking then becomes an accepted indication of a subject in need of 
regulation. The criticism of selfies is therefore both an expression of misogynistic sentiment and an 
effective vehicle for social organization because it conceals a promotion of normative models of conduct 
and the punishment of those who do not comply beneath a veneer of photographic discussion.  
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